	
	
	



Fast Fashion, Smart Recovery: What Primark Can Learn from Apple About Building a Resilient, Sustainable Future
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By Kayleigh Thieme

When the world was shut down in 2020, the fashion industry was among the hardest hit (Mustoe, 2020).  Store shutters rolled down, factories fell silent, and global supply chains froze overnight. For Primark, the fast-fashion giant, the impact was brutal: with no online store and thousands of outlets closed, the company lost almost £800 million in just a matter of months (Mustoe, 2020). 

While Primark was struggling to move unsold clothes out of locked warehouses, another global brand was adapting with remarkable agility. Apple, with its complex network of suppliers spread across continents all around the world, managed to keep its production running, protect its workers, and even accelerate its sustainability goals in the meantime. (Xu, 2024)

These two different effects of the lockdown on both organisations highlight an urgent truth: resilience and sustainability are now inseparable. For a company like Primark, which thrives on low-cost, high-speed production, Apple’s playbook could possibly hold the answers to surviving, and even thriving, in the next global crisis (Apple, 2023).




The Challenge: Fast fashion’s Fragile Foundation
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(Primark, 2023)

Primark’s business model is built on volume. The company produces vast quantities of clothing at low prices, relying heavily on suppliers in Asia. This approach has brought impressive growth and accessibility for consumers but also major sustainability risks. 

During COVID-19, the cracks in this model became painfully visible.. With its stores closed and no e-commerce platform, Primark’s entire operation came to a halt. Meanwhile, suppliers were left unpaid, and workers in garment factories across Bangladesh and India faced layoffs and financial hardship (Primark, 2023).  

Beyond pandemic risks, the fashion industry contributes an estimated 10% of global carbon emissions, which is more than aviation and shipping combined (UNEP, 2023). Textile waste, water pollution, and unethical labour practices have placed fast-fashion brands under increasing scrutiny (UNEP, 2023).

Primark has made progress with its “Primark Cares” initiative, claiming that they will make all clothes recyclable and halve their carbon emissions by 2030 (Primark, 2023).  However, in a world where unexpected events happen, such as pandemics and climate events, which are becoming more frequent, sustainability alone isn’t enough. The next step is sustainable resilience; this is where Apple offers lessons worth learning. 
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(Apple, Primark, 2023)

Apple’s Model: Resilience by Design
Apple’s success during global disruption wasn’t accidental. It was the result of a long-term strategy that blends technological innovation, sustainability, and proactive risk management (Apple, 2023). Three of these aspects stand out, each one with a powerful lesson for Primark. 

1. Diversifying and Digitising the Supply Chain

Apple operates one of the most complex supply chains on the planet, spanning over 200 suppliers across 43 countries (Apple, 2023). Yet during the pandemic, the company adapted swiftly by leveraging digital supply chain mapping, predictive analytics, and regional diversification (Xu, 2024). 

By using advanced data tools, Apple was able to identify bottlenecks, move production, and communicate instantly with suppliers (Apple, 2023). By contrast, many fashion retailers, including Primark, were working with limited digital oversight (Mustoe, 2020). 

For Primark, adopting digital supply chain visibility could be transformative. Technologies like blockchain, AI forecasting, and digital twins can help track where materials come from, monitor factory conditions, and predict any possible distributions before they happen (Apple, 2023).

Imagine Primark using real-time dashboards to oversee cotton production in India, fabric dyeing in Turkey, and distribution to Europe (Primark, 2023), all of this while ensuring compliance with sustainability standards (Primark, 2023). That level of insight would be efficient, ethical, transparent, and resilient. 


2. Circular and Renewable Operations
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(Apple, 2019).
Apple has long positioned itself as a sustainability leader. Even iPhone, MacBook, and watch reflect a commitment to circularity by using recycled aluminium, renewable energy, and even robotic disassembly through the company’s Daisy Robot, which recovers rare materials from old devices (Apple, 2023).

In 2025, Apple announced that 100% of its products would be made with recycled or renewable materials, and its global operations already run on 100% renewable electricity (Apple, 2023).

Primark, while a very different kind of company, could adapt similar thinking. The brand’s huge production volumes give it the power to influence its suppliers’ energy choices. By collaborating with suppliers to switch to solar, wind, or biomass power, Primark could significantly cut emissions (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2022).

It could also adopt circular fashion principles, creating clothing take-back schemes, encouraging recycling, and designing garments for longer life (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2022).  Just as Apple designed its devices for repair and reuse (Apple, 2023). Primark could do the same for its clothes. 

A sustainability initiative that gives old jeans a “second life” isn’t only good for the planet; its also good for business. Consumers increasingly value brands that help them make ethical choices without compromising affordability (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2022). n,2022).	

Empowering the Workforce and Strengthening Supplier Relations
Apple’s sustainability story isn’t just about machines and materials; it is also about people. The company established a $50 million Supplier Employee Development Fund in order to improve education, wellbeing, and career opportunities for factory workers worldwide (Ethical Trading Institute, 2023). 

This investment pays off in trust and stability . When disruption hits, suppliers who feel supported are far more likely to stay loyal and maintain quality standards (Ethical Trading Institute, 2023).

Primark’s supply chain involves hundreds of thousands of workers, many in vulnerable communities (Primark, 2023). Introducing training programmes, wage protection funds, or digital communications platforms could help these workers adapt during crisis, this ensuring both ethical integrity and operational continuity (Ethical Trading Institute, 2023). 

By treating suppliers as partners rather than contractors, Primark could build a stronger, fairer ecosystem. Apple’s example proves that sustainability and profitability are not opposites, as they are interdependent (Apple, 2023). 



Why Primark Needs to Change
At first glance, Apple and Primark might seem worlds apart; one sells premium tech, the other budget fashion. But their challenges aren’t so different. Both rely on global supply chains, depend on consumer trust, and face mounting pressure to reduce environmental impact (OECD, 2024).

Primark’s advantage is scale. With over 400 stores (Primark, 2023) and millions of customers, even small shifts in production, logistics, or material sourcing can create massive ripple effects (Primark, 2023). The question is whether Primark can shift from being a reactive business to a resilient one. 

The pandemic showed that relying on physical stores is risky. By integrating digital tools, renewable energy, and supplier collaboration, it can future-proof its model (European Commission, 2025).  

A Blueprint for a Resilient Primark
If Primark were to take a page from Apple’s playbook, its strategy could include three key pillars.

1. Digital Supply Chain Transparency
· Implement blockchain tracking and AI forecasting to manage risks and verify ethical sourcing (Apple, 2023)
· Use digital dashboards for real-time communication with suppliers and retailers (Apple, 2023)

2. Circular and Renewable Production
· Partner with textile innovators to use recycled fabrics and renewable energy (Apple, 2023)
· Launch “Primark Renew”, which would be a customer recycling programme that rewards sustainable shopping habits (Apple, 2023)
3. Empowered Partnerships
· Create a Supplier Resilience Fund to support workers during crisis (Apple, 2023).
· Develop sustainability training programmes for factory partners to encourage shared progress (Apple, 2023).

These initiatives would not only help Primark respond faster to disruptions but also strengthen its brand identity. Consumers are increasingly aligning with values-driven companies; Primark has the opportunity to lead in affordable, accessible sustainability.

Balancing Cost and Responsibility
Of course, the road to sustainability isn’t without its challenges. Apple operates with far higher profit margins than Primark, giving it more flexibility to invest in renewable energy and R&B (Apple, 2023). For a low-margin retailer, these changes require creative solutions, such as partnerships, phased investment, and innovation scale.

However, technology and sustainability are becoming cheaper. Renewable energy prices are falling, blockchain systems are accessible to mid-sized companies, and consumer demand for transparency is only growing (Atos, 2025).

As regulatory pressure tightens, with the EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (2024) setting new standards for supply chain accountability, Primark can’t afford to wait (European Commission, 2024).

Sustainability isn’t just a moral imperative anymore. It is a competitive advantage.

SWOT Analysis: How much would Apple’s framework benefit Primark
Strengths
Strong Market Presence and Brand Recognition
Primark’s vast global retail footprint and loyal customer base provide leverage for implementing sustainability programmes at scale. This reach would allow it to influence consumer behaviour and communicate sustainability messages widely.

High-Volume Supply Chain Expertise
Primark’s established sourcing network could accelerate the rollout of sustainable materials, for example, organic cotton and recycled fibres, across multiple regions.

Parent Company Support 
Access to a larger corporate network could provide shared investment in renewable energy and logistics efficiency.

Weaknesses
Low-Profit Margins
Unlike Apple, Primark operates with tight margins, limiting its ability to invest heavily in R&D, renewable energy infrastructure, and supply chain traceability technologies such as blockchain.

Limited Digital Infrastructure
The lack of a strong e-commerce platform limits data collection and digital innovation opportunities that support circular economy models or consumer transparency apps.


Reactive Sustainability Culture
Historically, sustainability has been a response to external pressure rather than an embedded strategic driver.

Opportunities
Falling Renewable Energy and Technology Costs
Renewable energy, such as solar or wind, and digital traceability tools are becoming more affordable, allowing low-margin retailers like Primark to invest gradually without major cost shocks.

Consumer Shift Towards Ethical Fashion
Gen Z and Millennial consumers increasingly demand transparency and sustainability, creating an opportunity for Primark to reposition itself as a responsible fast-fashion brand.

Partnership and Innovation Funds
Collaboration with NGOs, governments, and innovation funds could offset costs while enhancing credibility, which is similar to how Apple collaborates with renewable suppliers and materials innovators.


Circular Economy Integration
Apple’s closed-loop production offers a blueprint for Primark to develop circular textile initiatives , promoting repair, resale, and recycling programmes.

Threats
Regulatory Pressures
The EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (2024) mandates supply chain transparency, increasing compliance costs and legal risks for non-conforming retailers. 
Reputational Risk
Delayed sustainability action could possibly harm Primark’s brand image and consumer trust, especially as competitors, such as H&M or Zara, advance sustainable narratives.


Climate Disruption and Supply Chain Volatility
Extreme weather and material shortages could threaten production stability, which is a risk that is mitigated through the sustainable sourcing models used by Apple.

Market Saturation
The fast-fashion industry is becoming crowded with sustainability claims, making differentiation challenging without tangible innovation.

Looking Ahead: Turning Lessons into Leadership
Primark’s challenge is not about copying Apple; it is about adapting Apple’s principles to fashion. The future of business belongs to companies that anticipate disruption and invest in long-term resilience. By combining digital innovation, renewable supply chains, and ethical partnerships, Primark could redefine what “fast fashion” means , not disposable clothing, but rapid progress toward a sustainable world (Alquarish, 2025). As Rachel Carson once warned, ”The road we have long been travelling...at its end lies disaster” (Carson, 2025). But for Primark there’s still time to take the road less travelled, one paved with innovation, ethics, and resilience (Hadi-Dehkordi, Valmohammadi, Hajizadeh, 2024).
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Carbon Emissions Breakdown: Apple vs. Primark

Category @ Apple (Tech Primark (Fast Fashion  Key Industry Source
Industry) (approx. Retail) (approx.
tCO,e) tCO.e)
Scope 1 (Direct) 55,200 ~160,000* Owned/controlled
sources (facilities, fleet)
Scope 2 (Indirect, 3,300 (market- ~160,000* Purchased electricity,
from energy) based) heating, cooling
Scope 3 (Value 15,228,300 ~6,100,000* Product manufacturing,
Chain) use, transport, etc.
Total Carbon ~16,508,000 ~6,400,000 (2019
Footprint baseline)

*Primark’s Scope 1and 2 emissions combined were 2.5% of their 2018/19 baseline total of
6.4 million tCO,e. The specific 2024 figures for Scope 1and 2 individually were not
provided, but the combined total is relatively small compared to Scope 3. &
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